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Some fear station will lose independence 


Does WORT radio belong in Civic Center?” 


By ROB FIXMER 
Capital Times Staff Writer 


Does a radio station belong in the 
Civic Center? 

That question has cast further 
doubt over the already deadlocked 
lease negotiations between WORT- 
FM and the City of Madison. 

It’s a question that splits the sta- 
tion’s staff, its volunteers, its board of 
directors, and its community advi- 
sory board — many of whom read 
ominous threats to WORT's indepen- 
dence and integrity between the lines 
of a preliminary lease submitted by 
the city June 11. 

Outside the station, the question is 
asked by some of the community’s 
commercial broadcasters, who feel 
WORT would be given an unfair ad- 
vantage in the Civic Center, and by 
some subscribers who feel that the 
station would lose its identity and per- 
haps even its editorial freedom. 

There are still others who feel that 
the facility, which also houses pre- 
cious works of art, is no place for a 
radio station that demands 24-hour ac- 
cess for announcers, producers, tech- 


Analysis 


nicians, and guests. 

All of the above drawbacks, how- 
ever, are hotly contested by those 
who see the inclusion of WORT as an 
act of community vision and fore- 
sight. 

“The point is really, what is the 
Civic Center supposed to be?’ says 
Mark Fuerst, the station’s develop- 
ment director. 

Fuerst claims that when former 
mayor Paul Soglin sold the City Coun- 
cil on his plans for the State Street 
restoration project, the package was 
not only visionary, but political — and 
that Soglin won the votes of down- 
town and near-east side aldermen 
with the inclusion of WORT. 

He may well be right. In the five 
years the station has been in exist- 
ence, it has provided amplification for 
voices that otherwise might not have 
had a forum: gays, left-leaning activ- 
ists, environmentalists, consumer ad- 
vocates, and social reformers of just 


about every stripe — voices generally 
associated with the near east side and 
isthmus. 

Those voices are a stark contrast to 
the comfortable, monied interests 
usually associated with the Civic Cen- 
ter project. 

Money, of course, is not the only 
reason this core of Madison elite have 
made their presence felt; from their 
ranks have come thousands of volun- 
teer hours on sundry Civic Center 
boards, committees, and commis- 
sions. 

But supporters of WORT’s move to 
the Civic Center have maintained all 
along that if the building is to be any- 
thing other than another road house, 
if it is to be at all representative of 
that unique cross-cultural milieu that 
is Madison, it must make room for the 
rich diversity of voices WORT 
represents. 

Civic Center Director Edgar Neiss 
is among those who feel that Back 
Porch Radio belongs. ‘“‘They’re a very 
desirable tenant,” he said last week 
before negotiations reached an im- 
passe. “‘We want them here. The idea 
of incorporating media was part of 


the Civic Center’s original concept.” 

Mayor Joel Skornicka agrees with 
the concept. ‘It’s very important that 
we get the public access media put in 
(the Civic Center),” Skornicka con- 
tended in an interview last May with 
The Capital Times. 

To date, Skornicka has not involved 
himself directly in the negotiations. 
And assistant city attorney William 


‘Jansen, the city’s chief negotiator, 


has made it clear he does not equate 
public access media with WORT. He 
also claims he is unaware of any ab- 
solute commitment to the station dur- 
ing the Civic Center’s planning stage. 
“Just because the facility accom- 
modates a certain activity,” said Jan- 


sen, ‘doesn’t necessarily mean that | 


any particular entity has an inter- 
minable commitment to the space.” 


{ 


Paul Soglin declined to comment on 


Jansen’s statement because he has 
not been involved with the negotia- 
tions. But he was clear about the sta- 
tion’s intended role: ‘‘When we were 
planning the facility,” he told The 
Capital Times this morning, ‘“‘it was 


our intention that WORT would oc- 
cupy the media space.” 


~~ WORT troubled by city’s Civic Center 


By ROB FIXMER 
Capital Times Staff Writer 


Can a broadcast medium maintain 
aditorial independence in news re- 
porting while paying rent to a city 
government? 

That and other questions of an ethi- 
cal and philosophical nature have 
made Civic Center lease negotiations 
between WORT-FM and the City of 
Madison a different ball game than 
the one played earlier between the 

nd other tenants. 

-¢ Station broke off the negotia- 
Gons last weekend, claiming it could 
not compromise on certain issues that 
might -opardize WORT’s integrity. 
While ioth sides feel that a number of 
differences can still be worked out, 
the stalemate came about when the 
city submitted a lease offering terms 
renewable every five years. 

WORT negotiators claim that the 
‘ides had already reached agree- 

m a 10-year renewable lease 

ug preliminary discussions. Dur- 

ing those same talks, they claim, the 
city had agreed that the station could 


not be evicted at the end of the 10 
year period unless it had violated one 
or more terms of the lease. 

However, the lease presented last 
week provided for four five-year 
terms, with either the city or the sta- 
tion having the option not to renew. 

Mark Fuerst, WORT’s development 
director and a member of the negoti- 
ating team, claimed that provision 
would threaten the station’s news 
coverage. 

“We're in a very peculiar situation 
here,” Fuerst told The Capital Times. 
“By covering city government, we'll 
essentially be reporting on the activi- 
ties of our landlord. We have no idea 
what kind of a city council or mayor 
we'll have in future years, and if the 
city can arbitrarily cancel our lease, 
it would have a chilling effect on our 
news team. It’s inevitable that at 
some point, a reporter would feel dis- 


inclined to criticize city government.”” 


- William Jansen, the city’s chief ne- 
gotiator, said, ‘‘the purpose of the 
five-year term is to provide the com- 
mon council with flexibility for judg- 
ing appropriate committment for that 
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space at a future point in time. There 


could be many reasons other than the - 


exercise of First Ammendment rights 
for. terminating a lease. The city may 
eventually decide the space could be 
better used for something else.” 


Fuerst made it clear that WORT, 
\Madison’s only listener-sponsored, 
‘non-commercial station remains com- 
mitted to relocating from its current 
studio on Winnebago Street. But he 
added that the move to the Civic Cen- 
ter was only one of several options. 

“During our internal meetings — 
one with the board on Thursday and a 
staff meeting Sunday afternoon — we 


found there was surprising agree- 
ment that the Civic Center is still a 
good site,” he said. 

Fuerst and Administrative Director 
Joan Rubel said that during meetings, 
a majority of both the station’s board 
and its staff were in agreement that 
the Civic Center was still a good site 
for relocation. 


“But that agreement was contin- 
gent on a lease that protects our long- 
term interests,’ added Rubel. “In 
both instances, they supported con- 
tinuing negotiations with our current 
strategy and priorities.” 

Rubel and Fuerst argued that the 


station could just as easily purchase 
its own downtown property and build 
its own studio. 

“But the point,” added Fuerst, ‘is 
really what is the Civic Center sup- 
posed to be? When (former mayor) 
Paul Soglin put the Civic Center pack- 
age together, it was a political pack- 
age and at the same time it was vi- 
sionary. He already had the support 
of certain groups for a cultural show- 
case. But he needed the support of 
downtown people and east siders. 

‘“‘At the time, we were only in the 
planning stages. No one even knew if 
we'd still be around when the building 
was finished. And we were asked to 
throw in our lot with groups we nor- 
mally don’t associate with. There was 
suspicion and misunderstanding on 
both sides, until eventually we 
realized that we could work together. 

“In recent weeks, however, that 
sense of cooperation has been whit- 
tled away,” Fuerst continued. 

Jansen says that he is unaware of 
any absolute committment to WORT 
during the Civic Center’s planning 
stages. 


“The willingness of the city to all 
cate its resources to WORT at tk 
time simply means that it fits tl 
city’s current priorities,”’ Jansen sai 
While acknowledging that the ci 
council has committed itself to 
radio studio by providing $150,000 
the 1980 budget to finish the space, } 
does not equate WORT with that cor 
mitment. 

“Just because the facility accom 
dates a certain activity doesn’t me: 
that any particular entity has an f 
terminable committment to ti 
space,” Jansen said. 


“There would be some loss if \ 
moved elsewhere,” Fuerst said.‘‘B 
it’s not going to be as great as the ci 
would like to believe. They think the 
money is so persuasive that we cou 
never turn it down. They’re wrong.” 

Rubel added: ‘‘We see our prese 
vation as our mission. We have to pr 
tect our diversity of opinion a1 
programming, and we have to ha: 
adequate space that fits our needs - 
even if it means moving somewhe: 
other than ‘oe Center.” 


